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Since  the  end  of  the  Cold  War;  the  enduring  relevance  of  nuclear  weapons  has 
been  the  subject  of  immense  debate  with  policy  analysts  proposing  several  alter¬ 
native  nuclear  postures  meant  to  address  the  evolving  geopolitical  circumstances 
of  the  United  States.  These  range  from  the  extreme  positions  of  complete  nuclear  abo¬ 
lition  to  a  renewed  interest  in  war-fighting  roles  for  US  nuclear  weapons.  The  current 
need  to  initiate  recapitalization  programs  for  key  elements  of  the  US  nuclear  force 
gives  this  debate  added  meaning  and  urgency.  One  alternative  currently  under  discus¬ 
sion  is  minimum  deterrence.  This  article  evaluates  minimum  deterrence  as  an  alter¬ 
native  nuclear  posture  for  the  United  States  and  introduces  “dual  deterrence"  as  a 
more  suitable  framework  for  understanding  the  contemporary  relevance  of  US  nuclear 
weapons. 
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Understanding  Minimum  Deterrence 

In  his  classic  work  Strategy  in  the  Missile  Age ,  Bernard  Brodie  argues  that  nuclear 
weapons  have  changed  traditional  conceptions  of  war  and  that  political  and  military 
leaders  must  adapt  to  these  fundamental  changes.  For  Brodie,  one  traditional  con¬ 
cept  that  altered  dramatically  was  deterrence.  Prior  to  the  advent  of  nuclear  weapons, 
he  contends  that  deterrence  was  a  very  “dynamic”  concept  that  “acquired  relevance 
and  strength  from  its  failures  as  well  as  its  successes.”  In  the  nuclear  age,  however, 
he  argues  that  deterrence  is  effective  only  as  a  more  static  concept  that  unambiguously 
guarantees  effective  use  of  overwhelming  force  at  any  given  moment.  Conse¬ 
quently,  deterrence  is  now  underpinned  by  a  potentially  devastating  “retaliatory 
instrument”  that  is  constantly  at  the  ready  but  perpetually  unused.  Brodie  con¬ 
cludes  that  this  strategic  situation  gives  deterrence  an  almost  “unreal”  quality  in  the 
nuclear  age  with  a  fundamental  problem  of  credibility.1  For  him,  this  issue  of  credibility 
is  central  to  understanding  and  defining  the  concept  of  minimum  deterrence. 

Brodie  expounds  on  this  issue  by  asserting  that  minimum  deterrence  begins  with 
an  understanding  of  “basic  deterrence.”  From  the  perspective  of  the  United  States, 
basic  deterrence  is  “deterrence  of  direct,  strategic,  nuclear  attack  upon  targets 
within  the  home  territories  of  the  United  States.”2  For  Brodie,  basic  deterrence  does 
not  have  the  same  credibility  problem  that  other  uses  of  nuclear  weapons  may  have 
because  no  one  doubts  that  the  United  States,  or  any  other  state  for  that  matter, 
would  use  all  of  the  means  at  its  disposal  to  respond  to  an  overwhelming  nuclear 
attack  from  another  state.  Thus,  in  the  context  of  basic  deterrence,  the  destructive 
potential  of  nuclear  weapons  can  be  credibly  optimized  in  terms  of  national  defense 
policy.  The  implications  of  this  destructive  potential  bring  about  a  fundamental 
change  in  the  efficacy  of  deterrence.  In  the  past,  it  was  closely  linked  to  the  relative 
strength  of  opposing  military  forces.  Brodie  concludes  that,  in  the  nuclear  age,  “the 
potential  deterrence  value  of  an  admittedly  inferior  force  may  be  sharply  greater 
than  it  has  ever  been  before.”3  As  the  following  discussion  illustrates,  this  logic  con¬ 
cerning  the  increased  value  of  a  small  but  effective  force  is  central  to  the  concept  of 
minimum  deterrence. 

In  essence ,  minimum  deterrence  simply  argues  that  a  small  but  secure  nuclear  retaliatory 
force  can  effectively  threaten  unacceptable  damage  to  one's  adversary  and  thus  deter  him 
from  threatening  the  existence  of  the  deterring  state.  According  to  this  reasoning,  a 
nuclear  posture  scaled  and  designed  to  “win  the  war”  against  a  potential  adversary's 
forces  and  economic  infrastructure  represents  a  fundamental  misunderstanding  of 
what  nuclear  weapons  actually  mean  to  interstate  relations.4  Here,  the  arguments 
of  modern  advocates  for  minimum  deterrence  come  into  play.  In  a  2010  article 
advocating  minimum  deterrence,  a  group  of  US  Air  Force  scholars  and  officers 
(James  Wood  Forsyth,  Col  B.  Chance  Saltzman,  and  Gary  Shaub  Jr.)  adopt  the  view  that 
nuclear  weapons  are  fundamentally  political  in  nature.5  They  maintain  that  nuclear 
weapons  are  not  suited  to  war  fighting  and  are  useful  only  as  a  guarantor  of  the  basic 
security  of  a  given  state.  However,  they  advocate  a  slightly  different  basis  for  mini¬ 
mum  deterrence  than  the  classic  foundation  laid  by  Brodie. 

Although  Brodie  based  minimum  deterrence  on  the  foundation  of  basic  deter¬ 
rence  (termed  “existential  deterrence”  by  Forsyth,  Saltzman,  and  Shaub),  today's 
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advocates  of  minimum  deterrence  offer  “proportional  deterrence”  as  a  theoretical 
bedrock  for  understanding  minimum  deterrence  as  a  policy.6  Proportional  deter¬ 
rence  asserts  that  deterrent  forces  must  be  scaled  to  inflict  costs  on  an  adversary 
that  exceed  the  potential  gains  involved  in  either  a  large-scale  nuclear  attack  or 
conventional  invasion.  Instead  of  simply  threatening  massive  damage  on  a  foe,  pro¬ 
portional  deterrence  seeks  to  specifically  communicate  to  adversaries  that  such 
destruction  will  quantitatively  and  qualitatively  cancel  any  possible  gains.7  This 
modern  iteration  of  minimum  deterrence  shares  a  basic  conceptual  continuity  with 
Brodie's  depiction  in  that  it  hinges  on  the  willingness  of  the  deterring  state  to  hold 
the  “aggressor's  population/industrial  centers”  at  risk.8  Advocates  of  minimum 
deterrence  describe  this  view  as  a  “ countervalue ”  approach  that  involves  punishing 
one's  adversary  versus  a  “counter force”  approach  that  focuses  on  targeting  an  adver¬ 
sary's  military  in  order  to  deny  its  wartime  objectives.9  This  commitment  to  a  counter- 
value  approach  is  one  of  the  key  facets  of  minimum  deterrence  that  has  traditionally 
made  it  unappealing  to  US  policy  makers.  Such  an  aversion  to  countervalue  target¬ 
ing,  however,  has  not  always  been  a  part  of  US  policy. 

At  the  beginning  of  the  nuclear  age,  US  war  plans  were  largely  countervalue  in 
nature  and  called  for  the  decimation  of  Soviet  cities  in  response  to  a  Soviet  invasion 
of  Western  Europe.  Initial  plans  made  in  1946,  for  example,  called  for  the  destruction 
of  “20  urban  targets  in  the  Soviet  Union.”10  By  1949  the  list  had  grown  to  include  “70 
urban  and  industrial  centers.”11  These  targets  were  certainly  chosen  for  their  ability 
to  support  the  Soviet  capacity  to  wage  war,  but,  from  a  deterrence  standpoint,  they 
were  clearly  countervalue.  Throughout  the  1950s,  the  explicit  policy  of  “massive 
retaliation”  largely  embraced  countervalue  targeting  as  a  central  component  of  US 
deterrence  logic  and  military  planning.12  By  the  early  1960s,  however,  the  focus  began 
to  change  as  overall  US  policy  progressed  toward  the  Kennedy  administration's 
“flexible  response.”  Secretary  of  Defense  Robert  McNamara  articulated  this  shift  un¬ 
ambiguously  in  a  1962  speech  to  the  North  Atlantic  Treaty  Organization  (NATO)  in 
which  he  stated  that  “principal  military  objectives,  in  the  event  of  a  nuclear  war 
stemming  from  a  major  attack  on  the  Alliance,  should  be  the  destruction  of  the 
enemy's  military  forces,  not  of  his  civilian  population.”13  Policy  has  certainly 
evolved  immensely  since  the  1960s,  but  this  conceptual  commitment  to  a  counter¬ 
force  approach  endures  to  this  day. 

The  “Report  on  Nuclear  Employment  Strategy  of  the  United  States,”  issued  in 
2013  by  the  Department  of  Defense  in  response  to  the  2010  Nuclear  Posture  Review 
Report ,  clearly  illustrates  this  point.  It  observes  that  the  “new  guidance  requires  the 
United  States  to  maintain  significant  counterforce  capabilities  against  potential  ad¬ 
versaries,”  concluding  unequivocally  that  US  policy  “does  not  rely  on  a  'counter- 
value'  or  'minimum  deterrence'  strategy.”  Instead,  the  report  insists  that  the  United 
States  must  be  able  to  “achieve  U.S.  and  Allied  objectives  if  deterrence  fails.”  It  clarifies 
how  America  plans  to  achieve  these  objectives,  noting  unambiguously  that  “the 
United  States  will  not  intentionally  target  civilian  populations  or  civilian  objects.”14 
Thus,  minimum  deterrence,  as  defined  by  its  modern  proponents,  would  represent 
a  significant  conceptual  change  from  the  historic  and  contemporary  nuclear  pos¬ 
tures  of  the  United  States. 
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Why  Minimum  Deterrence? 

Proponents  of  minimum  deterrence,  however,  argue  not  only  that  such  a  change 
is  warranted  by  current  circumstances  but  also  that  it  ultimately  reflects  the  true 
nature  of  nuclear  weapons  in  interstate  relations,  whether  US  policy  makers  recognize 
this  fact  or  not.  In  this  view,  the  United  States  does  not  change  the  fundamental 
role  of  nuclear  weapons  in  international  relations  by  having  a  large  and  diverse  arsenal. 
Instead,  it  simply  overspends  on  nuclear  weapons,  failing  to  realize  that  the  true 
significance  of  a  nuclear  arsenal  lies  in  the  narrow  political  utility  outlined  by  the 
tenets  of  minimum  deterrence. 

To  illustrate  this  point,  supporters  of  minimum  deterrence  offer  several  examples. 
First,  they  cite  the  French  nuclear  arsenal  as  evidence  that  France  can  effectively 
secure  its  own  defense  by  sizing  its  arsenal  so  that  it  can  inflict  proportional  damage 
on  a  foe.  Second,  they  discuss  the  relationship  of  China  and  the  United  States, 
observing  that  China  has  “about  200  operationally  deployed''  nuclear  weapons.  Ac¬ 
cording  to  advocates  of  minimum  deterrence,  this  arsenal  represents  the  results  of 
a  “minimum  deterrent  strategy"  designed  to  be  capable  of  “destroying]  more  than 
the  value  of  Taiwan  to  the  United  States."  Given  that  Taiwan  is  “the  most  likely 
stakes  [sic]  in  any  conflict  between  the  two  countries,"  they  conclude  that  China's 
minimum  deterrence  strategy  effectively  holds  the  much  larger  US  arsenal  at  bay. 
Third,  proponents  offer  the  historical  argument  that  “both  sides  were,  in  fact,  deterred 
fairly  early  on  during  the  Cold  War"  and  that  the  massive  buildup  of  nuclear  arms 
misunderstood  then,  as  it  does  now,  the  fundamental  role  of  nuclear  weapons  in 
international  relations.15 

From  all  of  the  foregoing,  champions  of  minimum  deterrence  conclude  that  nuclear 
weapons'  ability  to  inflict  massive  damage  on  a  given  state  causes  “statesmen  to  act 
with  restraint."16  Inducing  this  restraint,  according  to  minimum  deterrence,  repre¬ 
sents  the  true  effect  of  these  weapons  on  interstate  relations  and  should  be  the  goal 
of  a  nuclear  posture.  According  to  advocates  of  minimum  deterrence,  one  can 
achieve  the  latter  with  a  relatively  small  arsenal  since,  ultimately,  the  destructive 
potential  of  nuclear  weapons  is  relevant,  not  a  state's  espousing  a  “countervalue  or 
counterforce  targeting"  philosophy  during  times  of  peace.17 

A  "Minimum"  Force  Structure 

Today  the  US  strategic  arsenal  is  capped  by  the  New  Strategic  Arms  Reduction 
Treaty  (START)  that  entered  into  force  in  2011.  It  limits  the  United  States  to  "1,550 
accountable  strategic  warheads,  700  deployed  strategic  delivery  vehicles,  and  a 
combined  limit  of  800  deployed  and  non-deployed  strategic  launchers."  Additionally, 
the  United  States  maintains  a  stockpile  of  "non-deployed  nuclear  weapons"  as  well 
as  a  small  arsenal  of  "non-strategic  nuclear  weapons”  deployed  in  Europe.18  Forsyth, 
Saltzman,  and  Shaub  contend  that  this  arsenal  could  be  reduced  to  a  mere  "311  nuclear 
weapons”  yet  still  "address  military  utility  concerns”  and  sustain  "a  stable  deter¬ 
rence."19  This  trimmed-down  arsenal  would  consist  of  100  intercontinental  ballistic 
missiles  (ICBM)  equipped  with  a  single  warhead  each  and  192  submarine-launched 
ballistic  missiles  (SLBM)  equipped  with  one  warhead  each  and  loaded  aboard  a  fleet 
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of  eight  deployed  Ohio-class  submarines.  The  remainder  of  the  weapons  would  be 
available  for  use  on  B-2  bombers.20  This  hypothetical  arsenal  represents  a  greater 
than  90  percent  reduction  of  the  current  one  and  would  firmly  commit  the  United 
States  to  the  logic  of  minimum  deterrence. 21  According  to  minimum-deterrence 
advocates,  it  would  also  be  diverse  and  reliable  enough  to  ensure  that  the  'Vital  in¬ 
gredients  of  nuclear  deterrence”  such  as  "readiness,  survivability,  and  flexibility” 
remain  resident  within  the  nuclear  posture  of  the  United  States.22 

In  light  of  their  commitment  to  these  traditional  aspects  of  nuclear  deterrence,  it 
seems  that  modern  proponents  of  minimum  deterrence  do  not  propose  any  drastic 
changes  to  the  alert  posture  of  US  nuclear  forces,  even  as  they  seek  to  alter  its 
structure  dramatically.  Additionally,  their  recommendation  of  311  warheads  is  not 
intended  to  represent  the  only  arsenal  that  could  operationalize  the  concept  of 
minimum  deterrence.  Similar  plans  with  slightly  different  numbers  could  also 
meet  their  intent.  Nonetheless,  supporters  of  minimum  deterrence  assert  that 
anything  less  than  drastic  reductions  represents  a  fundamental  misunderstanding 
of  the  true  impact  of  nuclear  weapons  on  interstate  affairs.23 

Challenging  Minimum  Deterrence 

Having  described  minimum  deterrence  as  a  concept  and  explored  its  potential 
implications  as  a  posture,  this  article  devotes  the  next  two  sections  to  evaluating 
whether  or  not  it  can  truly  account  for  the  specific  geopolitical  context  of  the 
United  States,  beginning  with  a  short  account  of  why  America  did  not  implement 
minimum  deterrence  during  the  Cold  War.  In  the  late  1950s,  Brodie  saw  four  imme¬ 
diate  ways  in  which  minimum  deterrence  failed  to  account  for  the  Cold  War  geo¬ 
political  context  of  the  United  States.  First,  he  asserts  that  "a  large  force”  maybe  re¬ 
quired  to  ensure  "even  a  modest  retaliation.”  Second,  he  argues  that  deterrence 
forces  must  be  formidable  enough  to  account  for  the  "generally  high  degree  of  moti¬ 
vation  which  the  enemy  feels  for  our  destruction.”  Third,  Brodie  rejects  the  funda¬ 
mental  claim  of  minimum  deterrence  that  nuclear  weapons  are  relevant  only  as  po¬ 
litical  weapons  by  stating  that  "if  deterrence  fails  we  shall  want  enough  forces  to 
fight  a  total  war  effectively.”  Finally,  he  insists  that  the  nuclear  arsenal  of  the 
United  States  be  built  to  keep  open  the  option  of  a  first  strike.  That  is,  it  must  be 
sized  to  make  such  an  opening  attack  "overwhelming  to  the  enemy's  retaliatory 
force.”24 

Today,  Brodie's  rationale  for  doubting  minimum  deterrence  maintains  varying 
levels  of  contemporary  relevance.  His  assertion  that  a  large  arsenal  is  required  to 
guarantee  a  retaliatory  capability  is  mitigated  by  the  resiliency  of  today's  nuclear 
triad,  something  that  Brodie  had  only  begun  to  foresee  in  the  late  1950s.25  Modern 
advocates  of  minimum  deterrence  understand  this  point  and  consequently  high¬ 
light  the  survivability  and  diversity  of  even  small  nuclear  forces  that  consist  of  long- 
endurance  nuclear  submarines,  mobile  land-based  missile  systems  (although  the 
United  States  does  not  currently  deploy  these),  and  versatile  nuclear-capable  bombers. 
Brodie's  second  concern  is  a  point  of  much  contemporary  debate.  During  the  Cold 
War,  the  Soviet  threat  made  it  easy  to  perceive  of  an  adversary  willing  to  go  to  great 
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lengths  to  defeat  the  United  States.  Today,  however,  US  policy  reflects  the  broad 
consensus  that  “the  threat  of  global  nuclear  war  has  become  remote.  "26  Therefore, 
contemporary  arguments  about  an  adversary's  motivations  in  the  context  of  nuclear 
war  are  largely  grounded  in  the  compelling  but  less  immediate  notion  of  continued 
geopolitical  uncertainty  (a  point  strengthened  over  the  last  two  years  by  Russian 
misbehavior  in  Europe).  This  broad  argument,  however,  is  more  effective  in  assert¬ 
ing  the  need  to  preserve  a  nuclear  capability  at  all  versus  favoring  a  specific  type  of 
nuclear  posture. 

Next,  for  two  reasons,  Brodie's  concern  over  the  need  to  preserve  a  potent  first- 
strike  capability  as  a  viable  policy  option  is  much  less  compelling  today  than  it  was 
in  the  early  days  of  the  Cold  War.  First,  the  United  States  now  enjoys  a  conventional 
superiority  that  it  did  not  have  during  the  Cold  War  and  would  benefit  in  most  fore¬ 
seeable  scenarios  from  keeping  a  conflict  conventional.  Second,  as  Brodie  later 
notes,  strategic  stability  with  another  major  nuclear  power  rests  in  large  part  on  the 
ability  of  two  potential  adversaries  to  field  a  secure  second-strike  capability.27  One 
would  be  hard  pressed  today  to  promote  an  offensive  capability  aimed  at  upsetting 
that  stability.28  Brodie's  concern  over  what  to  do  if  deterrence  fails,  though,  remains 
immensely  relevant  and  leads  us  to  consider  what  a  similar  list  of  concerns  might 
look  like  from  the  standpoint  of  today's  geopolitical  context. 

The  current  US  strategic  situation  presents  three  specific  challenges  to  the  per¬ 
spective  of  minimum  deterrence.  The  first  is  embodied  in  Brodie's  question  about 
what  to  do  if  deterrence  fails.  He  asserts,  in  accordance  with  the  logic  of  minimum 
deterrence,  that  holding  an  enemy's  cities  at  risk  in  times  of  peace  initially  seems 
to  be  the  obvious  way  to  maximize  “deterrent  effect."  However,  he  observes  that 
“the  rub  comes  from  the  fact  that  what  looks  like  the  most  rational  deterrence  policy 
involves  commitment  to  a  strategy  of  response  which,  if  we  ever  had  to  execute  it, 
might  then  look  very  foolish.  The  strategy  of  deterrence  ought  always  to  envisage 
the  possibility  of  deterrence  failing"  (emphasis  in  original).29  In  short ,  a  fundamental 
problem  with  minimum  deterrence  is  that  a  purely  countervalue  retaliatory  attack  gains 
the  defender  no  advantage,  defensive  or  offensive,  during  an  actual  exchange.  Specifi¬ 
cally,  because  minimum  deterrence  does  not  give  the  defender  a  counterforce  (denial) 
option  for  destroying  an  enemy's  capacity  to  fight,  it  thus  potentially  leaves  the 
original  belligerent  in  a  position  to  continue  seeking  his  war  aims.  A  countervalue 
(punishment)  strike  could  certainly  kill  large  numbers  of  civilians  but  would  not 
necessarily  decimate  the  near-term  military  capacity  of  a  given  foe  and  inevitably 
lead  to  the  termination  of  a  particular  war. 

Lawrence  Freedman  addresses  this  logic  in  his  book  Deterrence ,  writing  that  “in 
principle,  denial  is  a  more  reliable  strategy  than  punishment  because,  if  the  threats 
have  to  be  implemented,  it  offers  control  rather  than  continuing  coercion.  With 
punishment,  the  target  is  left  to  decide  how  much  more  to  take.  With  denial  the 
choice  is  removed."30  For  Freedman,  contextual  factors  ultimately  could  make  a 
countervalue  strategy  more  appealing  to  a  certain  actor,  but  from  a  conceptual 
standpoint,  denial  is  clearly  the  preferable  option.  Additionally,  one  should  empha¬ 
size  that  minimum  deterrence  assumes  a  countervalue  response  even  if  a  nation's 
own  cities  are  spared  during  a  large-scale  counterforce  attack.  That  is,  a  retaliatory 
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response  could  actually  provoke  a  second  strike  on  previously  untouched  cities 
within  one's  own  territory.31 

For  advocates  of  minimum  deterrence,  however,  the  need  to  maintain  a  counter¬ 
force  capability  against  another  great  power— Russia,  specifically— to  address  this 
conceptual  shortcoming  is  less  than  compelling.  Minimum-deterrence  advocates 
state  explicitly  that  holding  Russian  cities  at  risk  is  enough  to  deter  a  larger  Russian 
arsenal.32  This  thinking  seems  to  represent  an  extension  of  Kenneth  Waltz's  realist 
take  on  deterrence  relationships.  He  writes  that  “to  ask  why  a  country  should  carry 
out  its  deterrent  threat  if  deterrence  fails  is  to  ask  the  wrong  question."  Instead, 

Waltz  believes  that  any  threat  of  a  strong  response  is  enough  to  deter  a  would-be  at¬ 
tacker  in  the  nuclear  era  because  “uncertainty  of  response,  not  certainty,  is  required 
for  deterrence,"  given  the  fact  that  “if  retaliation  occurs,  one  risks  losing  so  much."33 

Ultimately,  Waltz's  point  is  a  compelling  argument  in  favor  of  the  logic  of  mini¬ 
mum  deterrence  on  this  matter  since  it  seems  to  address  the  underlying  issue  of 
credibility.  However,  his  contention  cannot  overcome  the  fundamental  fact  that 
minimum  deterrence  would  commit  the  United  States  to  taking  militarily  useless 
and  potentially  counterproductive  actions  with  enormous  moral  repercussions 
should  deterrence  fail.34  In  his  recently  published  book  on  the  history  of  nuclear 
weapons,  Eric  Schlosser  sums  up  this  fundamental  shortcoming  well:  “The  prob¬ 
lems  with  a  strategy  of  minimum  deterrence  have  changed  little  in  the  past  fifty 
years.  It  cannot  defend  the  United  States  against  an  impending  attack.  It  can  only 
kill  millions  of  enemy  civilians  after  the  United  States  has  already  been  attacked."35 
Clearly,  this  is  not  an  acceptable  basis  for  US  policy,  given  that  the  United  States  is 
capable  of  fielding  a  viable  counterforce  deterrent.  Although  one  should  acknowl¬ 
edge  that  no  large-scale  targeting  scheme  could  ever  be  purely  counterforce  or 
purely  countervalue,  the  distinction  between  the  two  extremes  is  nonetheless  more 
than  just  academic.  It  is  intensely  practical  because  the  focus  of  one's  targeting 
scheme  would  have  immense  consequences  in  terms  of  civilian  casualties  and 
overall  levels  of  civil  destruction  should  a  large-scale  nuclear  exchange  ever  occur. 

The  second  challenge  to  a  posture  of  minimum  deterrence  is  its  failure  to  ac¬ 
count  for  the  prospect  of  the  limited  use  of  nuclear  weapons  in  an  otherwise  con¬ 
ventional  war.  As  noted  above,  the  United  States  enjoys  conventional  superiority 
today  in  most  foreseeable  scenarios.  This  superiority  raises  the  potential  value  of 
nuclear  weapons  to  US  adversaries  who  may  see  them  as  a  way  of  counterbalancing 
US  strengths.  Keir  Lieber  and  Daryl  Press  assert  that  “if  U.S.  military  forces  begin  to 
prevail  on  the  battlefield,  US  adversaries  may  use  nuclear  threats  to  compel  a 
cease-fire  or  deny  the  United  States  access  to  allied  military  bases."  They  add  that 
“such  threats  might  succeed  in  pressuring  the  United  States  to  settle  the  conflict 
short  of  a  decisive  victory."  They  observe  that  this  adversary  strategy  should  not  be 
regarded  as  “far-fetched"  since  “it  was  NATO's  policy  during  much  of  the  Cold  War" 
when  alliance  forces  were  vastly  outnumbered  by  those  of  the  Warsaw  Pact.  In¬ 
stead,  they  conclude  that  “a  central  strategic  puzzle  of  modern  war  is  that  the  tac¬ 
tics  best  suited  to  dominating  the  conventional  battlefield  are  the  same  ones  most 
likely  to  trigger  nuclear  escalation."36  This  role  of  nuclear  weapons  is  not  ade¬ 
quately  accounted  for  by  minimum  deterrence  because  it  fails  as  a  policy  to  fully 
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envision  the  relevance  of  nuclear  weapons  to  relatively  weak  states  that  may  be¬ 
lieve  a  limited  war  with  the  United  States  is  in  their  interests. 

Lieber  and  Press  see  the  solution  to  this  potential  scenario  in  a  diverse  nuclear 
arsenal  with  three  specific  attributes.  The  first  is  the  maintenance  of  “some  high- 
yield  nuclear  weapons."  In  this  regard,  they  agree  with  advocates  of  minimum 
deterrence  that  these  weapons  are  still  important  for  existential  threats,  and  they 
further  agree  that  the  number  of  these  weapons  could  be  reduced  beyond  current 
levels.  The  second  attribute  is  “conventional  counterforce  weapons."37  This  recom¬ 
mendation  also  coincides  with  the  arguments  of  today's  minimum-deterrence  advo¬ 
cates  in  that  it  emphasizes  the  ability  of  modern  precision  weaponry  to  counter 
some  of  the  nuclear  capabilities  of  less  sophisticated  adversaries.38  The  final  attri¬ 
bute  is  an  arsenal  of  low-yield  nuclear  weapons  with  improved  accuracy.39  At  this 
point,  Lieber  and  Press  diverge  sharply  from  the  minimum-deterrence  perspective, 
asserting  that  such  weapons  are  needed  to  deter  the  limited  use  of  nuclear  weapons 
and  concluding  that  “a  credible  deterrent  must  give  U.S.  leaders  acceptable  options 
in  the  event  an  enemy  were  to  use  nuclear  weapons.  An  arsenal  that  can  only  de¬ 
stroy  cities  fails  that  test."40  One  should  note  that  during  the  second  Bush  adminis¬ 
tration,  this  logic  underpinned  research  into  “precision,  low-yield  weapons  that 
would  inflict  a  much  lower  level  of  civilian  casualties"  and  thus  act  as  a  more  effec¬ 
tive  deterrent  to  nuclear  escalation.41 

Finally,  it  is  important  to  understand  that  Lieber  and  Press's  concerns  about  the 
role  of  limited  nuclear  strikes  in  otherwise  conventional  wars  are  not  merely  con¬ 
ceptual.  Instead,  they  are  readily  apparent  in  open-source  accounts  of  recent  Rus¬ 
sian  strategic  planning.  Russian  scholar  Yury  Fedorov  argues  that  “nuclear  weapons 
are  seen  as  the  only  means  to  compensate  for  the  growing  gap  in  nonnuclear  forces 
between  Russia  and  technologically  advanced  countries,  especially  the  United 
States."  He  points  out  that  this  concern  has  generated  a  theory  of  “nuclear  de-escalation." 
This  theory  posits  that  the  “first  limited  use  of  nuclear  weapons  would  not  automat¬ 
ically  escalate  to  a  large-scale  nuclear  war"  but  that  it  might  “convince"  an  adver¬ 
sary  state  “that  using  conventional  military  force  (precise  air  and  missile  strikes) 
against  Russia  would  be  irrational."  Fedorov  notes  that  such  “'nuclear  deescalation' 
scenarios  have  been  part  of  large-scale  command  and  staff  exercises  in  Russia  since 
1999."42  This  trend  in  Russia  and  elsewhere  is  something  that  minimum  deterrence 
as  a  nuclear  posture  is  ill  prepared  to  confront.  For  Lieber  and  Press,  this  shortcoming 
of  minimum  deterrence  is  once  again  founded  in  a  lack  of  credibility  because  “de¬ 
stroying  cities  would  be  a  vastly  disproportionate  response  if  an  enemy  used  nuclear 
weapons  against  a  purely  military  target."43 

The  third  challenge  posed  to  minimum  deterrence  by  the  contemporary  geo¬ 
political  context  of  the  United  States  is  extended  deterrence.  The  2010  Nuclear  Pos¬ 
ture  Review  Report  describes  extended  deterrence  as  the  provision  of  nuclear  deter¬ 
rence  to  US  allies  in  order  to  deter  regional  aggression  and  keep  them  from  feeling 
the  need  to  proliferate  with  their  own  nuclear  arsenals.  This  effort  entails  deploy¬ 
ing  limited  numbers  of  nonstrategic  nuclear  weapons  to  NATO  countries  in  Europe 
and  maintaining  the  ability  to  forward-deploy  nonstrategic  and  strategic  nuclear 
weapons  to  the  Asia-Pacific  region  in  response  to  contingencies.44  All  of  this  is  en¬ 
abled  by  a  diverse  set  of  weapons  and  delivery  systems  within  the  current  stockpile 
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that,  in  the  near  future,  will  include  modernized  B-61  nuclear  bombs  carried  by 
stealthy  F-35s  and  B-2s.45 

Proponents  of  minimum  deterrence,  though,  believe  that  extended  deterrence  is 
not  in  the  interests  of  the  United  States.  They  urge  US  policy  makers  to  step  back 
from  our  alliance  commitments  and  consider  whether  or  not  alliances  in  general 
are  “useful.”46  This  sweeping  recommendation  carries  a  litany  of  policy  implications 
beyond  the  scope  of  this  work.47  However,  on  the  limited  topic  of  nuclear  deter¬ 
rence,  the  most  immediate  impact  of  removing  the  US  nuclear  umbrella  would  be 
the  encouragement  of  proliferation  by  states  friendly  to  the  United  States  that 
would  be  left  without  a  nuclear  deterrent.  Drawing  again  on  the  arguments  of 
Waltz,  minimum-deterrence  advocates  seem  comfortable  with  this  reality  because, 
in  their  view,  such  a  situation  would  force  US  allies  to  shoulder  the  burden  of  their 
own  deterrence  forces  and  would  most  likely  generate  regional  stability  similar  to 
that  experienced  today  between  India  and  Pakistan.48  To  those  who  might  lament 
the  loss  of  stabilizing  US  influence  and  even  control  in  these  situations,  Waltz  offers 
two  points  relevant  here.  First,  he  states  that  nuclear  proliferation  does  “not  make 
nuclear  war  likely.”  Second,  he  declares  that  if  weaker  states  do  eventually  use  nu¬ 
clear  weapons  in  the  course  of  war,  “the  world  will  not  end.”  Instead,  Waltz  con¬ 
tends  that  “the  use  of  nuclear  weapons  by  lesser  powers  would  hardly  trigger  their 
use  elsewhere.”49 

Advocates  of  minimum  deterrence  make  some  important  points  about  the  poten¬ 
tially  stabilizing  effect  of  nuclear  weapons  in  regional  conflicts,  but  they  ultimately 
fail  to  make  a  compelling  argument  as  to  why  the  United  States  should  abandon  the 
long-standing  alliances  that  have  served  global  stability  and  nonproliferation  so  well 
in  the  post- World  War  II  era.  Although  it  is  true  that  further  proliferation  among  US 
allies  may  fit  into  stable  regional-security  architectures,  the  provision  by  the  United 
States  of  extended  deterrence  to  its  allies  allows  America  to  exercise  important  in¬ 
fluence  throughout  the  world  and  ultimately  makes  regional  nuclear  wars  less 
likely.  In  doing  so,  the  United  States  ensures  that  the  weapons  used  to  deter  nuclear 
aggression  against  its  allies  utilize  the  strictest  standards  of  nuclear  surety.  There  is 
no  guarantee  that  potential  proliferators  would  also  implement  such  stringent  safe¬ 
guards  on  their  own  arsenals. 

Evaluating  Minimum  Deterrence 

In  sum,  a  posture  of  minimum  deterrence  allows  some  states  to  utilize  nuclear 
weapons  effectively  in  their  most  fundamental  capacity.  As  long  as  a  state  can  credibly 
threaten  a  massive  countervalue  strike  in  extreme  scenarios,  minimum  deterrence 
can  deter  a  large-scale  nuclear  attack  and  provide  for  a  deterrent  against  other  exis¬ 
tential  threats,  including  conventional  invasion.  If  a  particular  state  has  no  other 
strategic  use  for  nuclear  weapons,  given  its  specific  geopolitical  context  and  over¬ 
riding  values,  minimum  deterrence  may  be  both  an  effective  and  efficient  nuclear 
posture.  States  such  as  China  and  India  enjoy  such  a  context  and  assume  such  a 
stance.50  Others,  however,  see  nuclear  weapons  as  a  way  to  balance  out  the  conven¬ 
tional  superiority  of  potential  adversaries  and  thus  envision  a  more  expansive  role 
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for  them  in  their  national  policies.  Broadly  speaking,  Russia  and  Pakistan  are  such 
states.51  The  geopolitical  context  of  the  United  States,  though,  is  unique  in  three  im¬ 
portant  ways. 

First,  US  policy  is  committed  to  maintaining  counterforce  retaliatory  capabilities 
that  effectively  target  a  foe's  military  prowess  should  nuclear  deterrence  fail.  This 
position  differs  significantly  from  what  is  often  described  as  a  “nuclear  war-fighting 
strategy"  and  simply  means  that  the  United  States  has  expressed  a  continuing  aver¬ 
sion  to  targeting  civilian  population  centers  as  a  means  of  deterrence.  This  policy 
enhances  credibility,  provides  national  leaders  with  retaliatory  options  capable  of 
denying  an  adversary's  military  objectives,  and  acknowledges  the  well-established 
US  desire  to  minimize  civilian  casualties  even  in  the  most  extreme  scenarios.  Second, 
the  United  States  enjoys  conventional  superiority  in  most  foreseeable  contingencies; 
nevertheless,  it  has  the  need  to  deter  the  limited  use  of  nuclear  weapons  by  states 
that  may  seek  to  level  the  battlefield  through  a  relatively  discreet  use  of  nuclear 
weapons.  Finally,  the  United  States  has  also  committed  to  providing  extended  de¬ 
terrence  to  its  allies  in  a  manner  that  assures  security  partners  and  discourages  fur¬ 
ther  proliferation.  These  contextual  factors  make  a  strict  posture  of  minimum  de¬ 
terrence  simply  inadequate  to  the  strategic  needs  of  the  United  States. 

Dual  Deterrence 

Instead,  the  geopolitical  context  of  the  United  States  requires  a  two-part  nuclear 
posture  that  effectively  addresses  its  strategic  concerns  and,  in  the  process,  pro¬ 
vides  an  effective  guide  for  the  recapitalization  of  the  US  nuclear  enterprise.  This 
posture  is  dual  deterrence ,  the  first  element  of  which  is  existential  deterrence.  The  latter 
differs  from  the  existential  deterrence  referenced  by  advocates  of  minimum  deter¬ 
rence  in  that  it  does  not  assume  a  countervalue  targeting  scheme  based  on  a  small 
number  of  survivable  weapons.52  Instead,  existential  deterrence  simply  denotes  a 
force  exclusively  postured  to  deter  threats  to  the  sovereignty  and  survival  of  the 
United  States  through  the  credible  threat  of  a  large-scale  counterforce  retaliatory 
capability.  This  force  would  be  reserved  for  the  most  extreme  scenarios  and  would 
underwrite  the  independence  and  basic  security  of  the  United  States.  The  existen¬ 
tial  deterrence  force  would  consist  of  the  ICBM  and  SLBM  legs  of  the  current  triad 
and  would  require  few,  if  any,  changes  to  current  force  structure,  alert  postures,  or 
command  and  control  practices.  However,  some  warhead  and  missile  cuts  mag  be 
feasible  as  military  planners  continue  to  assess  the  capabilities  necessary  to  main¬ 
tain  a  credible  counterforce  targeting  scheme  in  an  era  when  parity  with  another 
great  power  is  no  longer  the  driving  factor  in  force  levels.  These  potential  cuts 
could  yield  valuable  savings  as  both  the  ICBM  and  SLBM  fleets  face  recapitalization 
expenditures  over  the  next  couple  of  decades. 

This  emphasis  on  the  ICBM  and  SLBM  legs  as  a  constant  existential  deterrent 
does  not  mean,  however,  that  the  bomber  leg  of  the  triad  would  be  irrelevant  for 
ensuring  US  security  and  survival.  Nuclear-capable  bombers  continue  to  play  a  role 
in  deterring  a  large-scale  nuclear  exchange  and  can  be  postured  appropriately  in 
times  of  crisis.  They  also  supply  a  critical  technological  hedge  for  the  other  legs  of 
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the  triad  in  the  event  that  unforeseen  vulnerabilities  emerge  in  either  capability. 
However,  this  role  has  evolved  dramatically  since  the  beginning  of  the  nuclear  era 
when  bombers  stood  constant  nuclear  alert  to  deter  the  Soviet  threat.  Because 
bombers  have  not  maintained  continuous  airborne  alert  since  1968  or  continuous 
ground  alert  since  1991,  it  is  time  that  we  update  our  understanding  of  what  this  in¬ 
dispensable  leg  of  the  triad  fundamentally  offers  the  United  States  beyond  its  pos¬ 
sible  role  in  a  doomsday  scenario.53 

This  discussion  leads  us  to  the  second  element  of  dual  deterrence:  escalation  de¬ 
terrence %  the  purpose  of  which  is  simply  to  keep  conventional  wars  conventional.  It 
does  so  by  deterring  the  limited  use  of  nuclear  weapons  in  otherwise  conventional 
wars  and  by  providing  extended  deterrence  to  critical  US  allies.  It  would  be  consti¬ 
tuted  in  the  near  term  by  the  Air  Force's  dual-capable  bombers  and  fighters  and 
would  be  maintained  in  the  future  by  ensuring  that  the  long-range  strike  bomber 
and  the  F-35  become  nuclear  capable.  From  a  weapons  perspective,  this  force  would 
be  enabled  by  the  current  weapons  stockpile  in  the  near  term  and  sustained  in  the 
future  by  the  modernization  of  B-61  gravity  bombs  and  by  procurement  of  the  long- 
range  standoff  missile.  Escalation  deterrence  should  also  keep  the  door  open  to  further 
weapons  development  if  current  weapons  are  not  deemed  credible  deterrents  to 
any  emerging  capabilities  or  employment  doctrines  that  potential  adversaries  may 
pursue.54 

The  strategic  value  of  an  escalation-deterrence  force  would  be  immense  and 
would  enhance  the  flexibility  traditionally  offered  by  the  air-breathing  leg  of  the 
triad.  Not  only  would  it  effectively  counter  de-escalation  theory  by  providing  the 
scalable  options  advocated  by  Lieber  and  Press  and  reassure  US  allies  by  keeping 
the  US  nuclear  umbrella  credible,  but  also  it  would  ensure  that  the  United  States 
maintains  a  flexible  force  capable  of  adaptive  strategic  messaging.  In  fact,  even  the 
term  escalation  deterrence  would  prove  valuable  because  it  would  reinforce  the  sig¬ 
nificance  of  dual-capable  aircraft's  participation  in  key  regional  exercises  as  well  as 
the  purpose  of  bomber  “presence"  deployments  around  the  world.  The  participation 
of  B-2  and  B-52  bombers  in  exercises  over  South  Korea  in  2013  illustrates  this  concept 
well.55  In  this  sense,  an  escalation-deterrence  force  would  supply  the  tools  neces¬ 
sary  for  context-specific  messaging  or  “tailored  deterrence  campaigns"  during  times 
of  tension  short  of  war.56 

The  organizational  value  of  an  escalation-deterrence  force  would  also  be  im¬ 
mense  for  the  US  Air  Force.  It  would  provide  focus  for  the  dual-capable  bomber  and 
fighter  fleets,  enabling  a  fresh  look  at  everything  from  nuclear  training  scenarios  to 
critical  command  and  control  practices,  all  the  while  maintaining  the  sacred  tenets 
of  nuclear  surety. 


Conclusion 

Ultimately,  dual  deterrence  does  not  envision  any  revolutionary  new  uses  for  nuclear 
weapons,  nor  does  it  advocate  sweeping  changes  to  US  force  structures.  It  simply 
categorizes  the  contributions  of  the  three  legs  of  the  triad  in  a  manner  that  articu¬ 
lates  their  enduring  relevance  to  potential  adversaries,  critical  allies,  and  even  the 
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US  nuclear  enterprise  itself.  It  is  a  balanced  posture  that  avoids  the  extremes  of  nuclear 
abolition  and  minimum  deterrence  on  the  one  hand  and  a  robust  war-fighting  role 
on  the  other.  It  broadly  clarifies  the  potential  roles  of  nuclear  weapons  yet  does  not 
eliminate  useful  strategic  ambiguity  or  prevent  the  legs  of  the  triad  from  reinforc¬ 
ing  each  other  as  a  hedge  for  both  technological  and  geopolitical  uncertainty.  Its 
purpose  is  simply  to  articulate  the  enduring  value  of  nuclear  weapons  to  the  United 
States  while  minimizing  the  value  of  nuclear  threats  to  potential  adversaries  across 
the  spectrum  of  escalation.  By  doing  so,  dual  deterrence  offers  a  basic  framework 
for  approaching  the  much-needed  recapitalization  of  the  US  nuclear  enterprise.  © 
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